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On May 11, deputies in Panama's Legislative Assembly unanimously approved the country's
membership in the Central American Parliament (Parlamento Centroamericano, PARLACEN).
One week later, President Guillermo Endara signed the PARLACEN membership bill into law.
Designed to promote regional integration through joint analysis of common political and economic
issues, establishment of PARLACEN was outlined in the 1987 Esquipulas II Peace Accords. The
regional parliament was formally inaugurated in Guatemala in October 1991. A special project of
Guatemala's former president Vinicio Cerezo, PARLACEN was nurtured and promoted by Cerezo's
vice president Roberto Carpio who was subsequently elected PARLACEN's first president.
Guatemala, Honduras and El Salvador are active members in PARLACEN with 20 deputies from
each country, elected during national elections. Upon leaving office, Central American presidents
and vice presidents are also entitled to a seat in PARLACEN. With the May 11 vote in Panama, both
Nicaragua and Panama have now ratified their participation in the regional forum, but have not yet
elected their representatives. Costa Rica has still not ratified its membership.
Current PARLACEN president, Jose Francisco Guerrero from El Salvador, commended the
Panamanian legislature on its ratification of Panama's membership in PARLACEN. At the same
time, however, he lamented the fact that approval came too late for inclusion of PARLACEN
candidates on the ballot in the country's May 8 general elections. Guerrero announced that he
will travel to Panama on May 24 for meetings with the country's president-elect, Ernesto Perez
Balladares. Guerrero promised PARLACEN's support for the Perez administration in future talks
with the US regarding the Panama Canal, scheduled to revert to Panamanian control in the year
2000. Guerrero also predicted that Panama's ratification of PARLACEN membership will put more
pressure on Costa Rica, where he said the issue of participation in PARLACEN has become "overly
politicized."
Recently inaugurated President Jose Maria Figueres has suggested that his administration, like
that of his predecessor, Rafael Angel Calderon, does not look favorably on political integration
initiatives, including PARLACEN. Meanwhile, Guerrero told reporters that the next full PARLACEN
session will be held in San Salvador between mid-May and early June, coinciding with the June
1 inauguration of that country's new president, Armando Calderon Sol. At that time Salvadoran
President Alfredo Cristiani and his vice president, Francisco Merino, will be incorporated as
PARLACEN deputies.
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